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With the current cutbacks in higher education, teachers 
of developmental English fmusVnbt only^4et # the needs of their 
students , but defend their ooursesv against opponents of remedi- 
% ation on the college level. One defense is\ to provide evidence 
o£ success in preparing* students to enter into and survive in 
/the mainstream within a semester or two. To serve these \ 
purposes, the developmental' teacher must learn to deal effec- 
tjLvely with what Mina Shaughnessy calls the "chaos of error" 1 
that characterizes developmental writings \ 

t How be&t to approach errors' in developmental writing is 
a fuzzy issue. Traditional approaches— rules, exercises, 
drills,, tests, etc.-^-are often demoralizing to^the student 
whose* tesj; grades show relatively little learning taking place 
and whose ^papers , e^en when improved! continue to demand heavy 
marking o^. varied and seemingly unrelated errors. 
& ^he worth^of sentence combining as a means of approaching 

these problems has been questionable. Suggesting that the * 

\k usefulness of sentence combining varies according to the 

0? . / # . - 

ability of the student, Hake and Williams conclude that * 

9 sentence combining should be taught "only when a student 

* 
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is feadyfor it/ only wflen he is already a competent writer^ 

or rfeady to become one." 2 *A,number of stydies support the 

same conclusion, byt other evidence suggests that sentence 

combining not only benefits students of lower ability, but', 

as Japet Rfoss. determines," "'will effe"ct greater change in 

; < ■ - — v. f~\ 

writing [for them], at least as far as-'eomplexity of 'sentence 

structure is concerned, 1 than i^ wilf for the competent 
student. . * 

Though achieving syntactic? maturity is "desirable, a more 
vital issue for the developmental writer is incidence of errors 

While there exists some evidence of a decline in conventional 

- ) 
errors for- the competent student' as a result of sentence 

combining, it is generally thought that even this competent - 
student'is likely to increase' errors as he increases the length 
of the T-unit <Kerek, Perceptual , p. 1074)., What these stud,i^s 
portend for the developmental writer seems obvious. Nonethe- 
less, E. H. Schuster reports that, "a group of .low-ability 
[ students, J- who .participated in a sentence -combining program 
improved [not. only] the quality and length of their composi- 
tions, [but], in many cases, their handwriting, mechanical 
skilly, artd grammar as" well ,,: (Kerek. Perceptual , -p. 1079).' 
, * As a way of decreasing errors, sentence combining offers 
a number of advantages for developmental students,* who. have 
poor attitudes toward their ability to perform academically. • 
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'Not the least *of these advantages is the detachment of writer 
froni content. Comments regarding errors, accuracy, or" appro - 
pr lateness of expression— whether by the instructor or peers — 
• can remain objective rather than become, or be misunderstood 
as, an attack on' what/ the* student has to say^ In addition, 
when^ freed from the pressure of having to create content, ' . 
students can give full attj&rition to sentence structure, 
grammar, and mechanic's and perhaps be, taught to detect 
deviations from standard usage and syntactic boundaries. 

An awareness of such errors is more important to the' 
developmental student than increased length of T -units or 
•syntactic maturity. In fact, placement essays written by njy 
experimental group corroborated Hake and Williams 1 conclusion' 
that incompetent wrfters already write longer T r units than 
^ competent ones (iJAke, p. 136). v 0ne paper, for example, was , 
^ composed of s a single T-unit consisting of an unwieldy 49 words 
stryng together by 8 coordinating conjunctions, a reminder of 
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Kellogg Hunt's statement .that "if sentence lengtfr is assumed 
to be the index of language maturity, then the child who 

under-punctuaVes the ifto^t or uses and $he most will, regrettably, 

s * It' X 

t>e credited with the greatest language maturity." 

A • ■ ' ' • ' ' . \ 

Along with T -units of ample .length ,^ t,hese placement essays 

contained evidence that even* the developmental student commands 

at leist a subconscious knowledge of mature syntax.- Not unlike 
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.other placement papers, one writer's essay, which consisted 
of only 11 IVunits, contained 3 subordinate clauses, .1 relative 
clause, ^participial phrases, 2 infinitive phrases-, and 2 
coordinated units >wi,thin main clauses. With this evidence 
in mind as I began my .sentence combining' program*, my goal- 
was not to increase sentence length or maturity, but rather, 
as Kerek, Daiker, and Morenberg suggest, 'to teach students 
to "discover and use . . the complex linguistic knowledge 
that most, are ynaware of holding in their heads , and, 
particularly, to teach them to use it with a greatly reduced 
incidence of the structural errors tha't are common Jfco^ devel- 
opmental writers, especially garbling errors jand .errors % . # 
resulting from failure to recognize ajnd punctuate sentence 
boundaries. * With these common, but seriojus r errors dimin- 
ished, I could then concentrate the remainder of the semester 
pn the patterns ,of errors characteristic of individual-stu- 
dents and, optimistically , on style and content. - \ « 

The experimental grAup began with 23 students , k of whom * 
had to be dropped because they stopped attending or failed to 
complete the testing requirements. The remaining 19 students , 
were given -5 weeks of concentrated sentence combining study, 
with no other instruction or writing practice. Recognizing 
the inability of developmental students to move through 
material with the rabidity or depth of mair^streamed writers, 
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I ignored some of the more complex structures, such as the 
absolute phrase, ana limited sentence Combining activities 
to structures used, though dften incorrectly, in this students* 
placement essays t coordination of Elements within T -units* 
coordination of r-unit^-i the compounding of T -units by the 
^conjunctive adverb and semicolon i subordinate and relative 
clauses* and appositive, verbal, aftd prepositional phrases. ; 
Believing that punctuator? "should be viewed functionally 
rather than mechanically, I integrated it into my teaching 
of each structure. I al^o irfeiated that students le.arn the 
terminology associated with a particular structure and ' 
familiarize themselves with' lists jorf words, such- as coordi- • 
nating conjwi^ti<?ns, subordinating conjunctions $. relat£v$ 
pronouns, etc*,' that might later become keys to more accurate 
proofreading.^ ^ * 

Tp b$ ab^e to test results, I -devised a series of exer- 
cises to 'be completed by jthe, students during the* first week * * 

of classes. Two of these were paragraphs composed by *the 

* * * » 

students and two others were prepared exercises — one a para-* 
graph and the other a' series $f sentences— which the student 
proofread and corrected* Placing no marks of any kind on the 
papers,* J evaluated them according to four main categories i 
garbled constructions j sentence boundary errors i c^mma errors i 
and semicolon errors. * * 
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At the end of the sentence combining sessions, these 
initial exercises, which remained unmarked were returned to 
the Students with^no instructions except prqofread a&d 
revise, keeping in mind the techniques they' had studied. As * • 
with the initial exercises, the .proofreading and * revising were 
don^ as. in-class assignments, without help or suggestions ftom 
the instructor* or classmates . Along with these revisions, the 
students wrote a paragraph which followed exactly, except for 
topic, the directions for one' of the twa earlier writing, 

assignments. / 

1 J ^ ■ 

The results oA the proofreading exercises werg generally 

positive. ' Though I had placed no marks on their papers, giyen 

4 • • • 

them no direction as to number or types *T problems, students . 

• *** 

made notable improvements in most- areas (Table l)# Most-- 

notable** was the decline of garbled sentences frpm %.in the 

pre-test to 0 in the post-test, a 100$ decrease. Though comma 

. • % * 

splices showed only a 21$ decrease, from 29 to 23 errora, the 

fragment, * which had appqarecl 36 times in the pre-tes"^, decreased 

to 25 occurrences, or by 3l£, and the fused sentence, decreasing' 

Tfrom 15 to -5 occurrences, showed an impressive 67^ deplihe.. 

Total improvement in sentence boundary 1 errors was 34&, as 

students reduced errors from 80 in the pre -test ttf 53 in the 

♦ 

post- test, a reduction made giore impressive by the fact 

that of the 19 students studied, 8 f or #2$, were repeating . * * 
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developmental English, and a ninth, student had previously 
failed the mainstream freshman course* Moreover, the post- 
test had been conducted after oniy five weeks of sentence 
combining rather than after an Entire semester. 

Punctuation studies did not yield such positive results. 
Comma errors which decreased from Zkl to 207-, or remained 
'abundant, though instead of an indiscriminate scattering of the 
comma throughout the pager, many of the comma errors in the 
post-test seemed *to , result from poor decision-making in 
placing commas with structures we had studied. Students 
actually increased their, incidence of semicolon errors by a 
disappointing 76£ f from k to 1? occurrences, confirming Mina 
Sh^ughnessy f s conclusion that the semicolon becomes an "epidemic 
when * ir j£* introduced (Shaughnessy , p. 23)' and suggesting that 
developmental students may not be ready fc^j? semicolon study^ 

Except for the semicolon and possibly the comma, students 
had indeed improved their ability to proofread as a result of 
this five weeks of sentence combining, but another matter was > 
yet to be decided. To determine whether this prfcof reading 
ability had carried over to their* writing, I compared the first 
pre -test writing satfiple to the paragraph written at the time of 
the post-test (Table 2K In this comparison, the overall 
reduction in sentence boundary erroes, from 32 to 20, was 
38#, close to the 34#-of the other JEuly. Again the ifeast 
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advance came in the catse of the contma splice , which .showed a 
reduction from 17 to 13 errors, or 24%. ..The fused sentence 
was reduced from 7 to 4 errors, Qr 43#, and* tfie fragment from 
8 to 3 Errors, or 6*3#. Appearing 6 times in the pre -test 
sample, garbled sentences disappeared entirely ' im the pos£- 

St. Reduction of comma errors* was mor^ significant -this 
i, with a decrease from 87 to 46 erroife<, of **7$» Though 
insignificant after t|he earlier figures, the incidence of 
semicolon errors was deduced f^om 2 to 0." 

, While students varied in the' degree of improvement, it 
is worthwhile to note the sorts^of changes that took place 
by referring to the results for one 'student, who was about * 
average in capability for the group. The pre-test writing 
sample contained 21 errors in 6 main categories: 3 garbled 
sentehdes, 1 fragment, 5 verb errors, 5 wrong forms of^words, 
Ur spelling errors, and 3 comma errors.' The same paper edited 
at post-test time retained only 1 spelling error, 2 comma 
errors, and 1 Semicolon error. The post-test writing sample 
contained^ verb errors, 2 wi*ong forms of words, and 2 comma " 
errors. Though verb errors remained high, the student had 
clearly reduced both the, variety and the number of errors. 
Especially, notable was the absence in both post-test results 
of any sentence boundary or garbling errors. 
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This student - illustrates the validity of the pto|ram for 
developmental ,writers . The previous "chaos* had givSri way to 
a' sense of pattern of the sort Mina Shaughnessy* speaks of 

(Shaughnessy, p. 5)» With the individual student's errors 

* 

made more accessible by this sen?? of patterrj,, the random 
and illogical approach that so often characterizes the marking 
of developmental papers wgts eliminated, * and both the students 
and I began to react more positively to their *writing. • 

. t In addition, we shared common vocabulary so that when 
errors did occur, .we could discuss'them with greater. pase. • 
For students whose writing had improved the most --and some 
students showed significantly greater* improvement than' 1 
others — the shared vocabulary beofeme a means for discussing 
style, coherence,' and sentence variety in their papers. 1 
Students used thisinew terminology, too, when, discussing 
sentence combining exercises and writing assignments in class, 
to point out errogj^ judge the appropriateness and effective- 
ness of sentences, and make mature suggestions for revising. 
Sentence combining had made "their errors more acdessiblej to 
them '-as 'well as to me. 

While error -counting may not determine syntdctficx-jnaturity 
my study nonetheless points to the usefulness of sentence 

combining for ahother purpose* as^an incisive tool for proof - 

* * ♦ * #i * 
reading by the develqpmental wriiter. But for most students,^ 
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the program resulted in improved writing' quality as well. 

* * 

This/ improvement is confirmed by a comparison of one 
student's pre-test writing sample with the post-test 
rev£sion of it. Though the' word count varies by xmly one" 
word (from 62 words in the pre-test to 60 in the pos^trtest), 



\ 



the average length of T -units move,s from 12.4 to 21 words, 

v <• . - 

and there is SC' noticeable difference in style and organization 

Through sentence combining this student came to- realize- that 

revision need not 'be ^ just a correction of errors, but that V 

it. ean^be a reconsideration of the entire direption of the 

paperV. * In' the- pre-test sample the- student writes, 

I like to spend my Saturdays lying around the hous"e . 
Saturday to -me is a day of rest and relaxation. 
\ A*few*£aturday a month,J like .to spend doing things that 
# make me feeT good. * - ; - 

One thing, that make me feel good is, during the sui^mpr, 
riding my motorcycle^ in the country. 
1 like * sleeping late and watching TV on Saturday. 

Revised, the paragraph reads, * * « 



In the \y inter I like to spend my Saturdays lying around' 
; the house and watching television, but in ttye sUmmer I 
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like to spend . Saturdays doing something that makes . v 



me feel godd. ^One. oY the things that make me feel good . 
is rl'ding my motorcycle- in. |he country where' the air is 
• fresh and I can* jusV* , elax> 1 and take it easy. : . 



None of these students have reached *^he point in the'ir 
.writing at whic^i they can "just refax and Itake, it easy," but 
* they are beginning to do something that makes them and me ' t 
; M fe'el good." . - • > \ , * 
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Table 1 . Error Reduction in Proofreading ^Exercises 



. Types of". Errors 

»" * • V 

Sentence Boundary 
Fragment / 
Fused^ Sentence 
Comma Splice 
Garblfed Sentence 
Comma 
Semicolon 



v ^ ^ Percentage 

Pre -Test Poet-Test V Improvement 

■ — * 



'80 
36 
15 
*-29 
6 

if 



53 

* 25 * 
. ' 5 
23 ^ 
0 

207 
17 



31# 

21#. 

10i$ 
140 



760 Increase 
in Errors 



. Table 2. Error Reduction in Writing Samples 



. Types of Errors Pre -Test 



Je4' 



Sefhtence Boundary . 

. » 

g^agment ■ 
Fused, Sentence 
Comma Splice 
garbled Sentence 
Commk 

Semicolon 



32 
8 

7 
17 
6 

87 
2 

/ 



Post^Teat 



20 

3 
if 

13 
0 

if6 
0 



Percentage 
Improvement 



38# 

100?5 
if7# 
10^5 
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